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Scholars of Nietzsche have become accustomed to seeing various paradigms assume theoret-
ical dominance, only to be eclipsed by the next interpretative vogue. First, Nietzsche “was 
having to be rescued from assimilation to Nazism. Then the pendulum swung, and by the 
mid-70s it was from his assimilation to existentialism. Next it was poststructuralism. Now the 
pendulum has swung yet again” (Schacht, “Nietzsche’s Anti-Scientistic Naturalism,” NWP 
161). This time, Nietzsche risks being absorbed by analytic philosophers, with their emphasis 
on the natural sciences. It bears mentioning that the topic “Nietzsche and the sciences” is not 
a novelty. Many of his initial readers recognized the superficial scientific markers, particu-
larly the biological ones. Shortly before his breakdown, Nietzsche himself warned against 
such misappropriations, disparaging the “scholarly oxen,” who interpreted the overman in 
light of Darwinian evolution (EH, Books 1). (To this day one can still find interpretations sym-
pathetic to an evolutionary reading of the Übermensch.) At the turn of the century, Alexander 
Tille (1893), Raoul Richter (1911), and Claire Richter (1913) proposed scientifically-informed 
readings of Nietzsche, and Social Darwinians and eugenicists adopted him as one of their 
own. Oswald Spengler’s influential Decline of the West (1918), which argued that civilizations 
experienced the same cycles of growth and decay as all organic entities, owes much to a cul-
tural climate where the cultural pessimism of Nietzsche was wedded with biological modes 
of explanation.

It is hard for us to acknowledge that this reading of Nietzsche was at the time the dom-
inant, even the only one available. For since then, Kaufmann’s (re)introduction of Nietzsche 
to the Anglo-American community in the postwar era (1950), along with Heidegger’s influ-
ential two-volume Nietzsche study, published in Germany in 1961, pointed attention away 
from scientific readings. (Heidegger spoke disdainfully of Nietzsche’s “alleged biologism”). 
Heidegger’s metaphysical Nietzsche and Kaufmann’s sympathies with existentialist thought 
led them to place the emphasis on understanding the philosopher in terms of lived experi-
ence; the natural sciences do not assume a prominent role in their frameworks. Subsequent 
postmodernist readings went further and made Nietzsche’s challenge to truth their central 
focus. It only seems fitting, then, that we are in the midst of a correction. The latter comes in 
the form of Nietzsche’s “naturalism,” and its mantra is Nietzsche’s injunction that man must 
be translated back into nature (BGE 230).

The two volumes under review are a good starting point to evaluate the so-called “nat-
uralist” Nietzsche – and positions that run counter to it. Both works have different focuses. 
Nietzsche’s Wissenschaftsphilosophie (“Nietzsche’s Philosophy of Science”) compiles thir-
ty-three presentations from a major conference of the same name held at the Technische 
Universität in Berlin in 2010. The second volume, Handbuch Nietzsche und die Wissenschaf
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ten [HNW], or “Handbook of Nietzsche and the Sciences,” incorporates seventeen essays on 
a range of scientific disciplines that influenced Nietzsche’s thinking; they are ordered under 
headings such as “Nietzsche and the Life Sciences,” “Nietzsche and Linguistics,” etc. Both 
volumes are coedited by the German Nietzsche scholar Helmut Heit in conjunction with other 
academics. Heit helped organize the conference in Berlin, and he has been active in recent 
years researching and publishing on the topic. He has provided helpful introductions to both 
volumes.

The two works exhibit distinct approaches. The NWP papers use more narrowly focused 
topics (conference presentations were generally short, limited to 20–30 minutes, though 
keynote speakers were given greater latitude) to touch on the broader hermeneutics of 
Nietzsche’s relationship to the sciences, scientific method and thought. The HNW volume, on 
the other hand, takes a more “antiquarian” approach; it tracks the influence of individual sci-
entists and their respective disciplines on his ideas. In recent years this historical-contextual 
approach has yielded some important insights into the intellectual background, or Umfeld, 
of Nietzsche’s thought. It allows us to recognize his debt to various (at times underappre-
ciated) thinkers and how he engaged with and referenced emerging scientific disciplines. 
What the essays do not answer, however, are the most significant questions that must arise 
with any such study on Nietzsche: How does Nietzsche engage with the positions? Can we 
speak of an underlying sympathy with the perspectives? An antagonism? Does he use the 
ideas as rhetorical foils, absorb them uncritically, or even “plagiarize” them? Is he trying to 
give his thoughts greater credibility in a science-obsessed era or is he perhaps being ironic, 
incorporating some of the positions while undermining their premises? In other words, rec-
ognizing individual scientific traces can only be a small first step in assessing his overall 
engagement with the sciences. Learning how to evaluate tone, style, and register in the pub-
lished writings dealing with these matters is the necessary next step, and this goes beyond 
noting what Nietzsche may have underlined in his secondary readings or have jotted down in 
his notebooks, as instructive as the findings might be.

As for the first volume, I have reservations with the term Wissenschaftsphilosophie. While 
I appreciate the need to establish a generic, encompassing title for the conference and its 
papers, I feel that the heading “Philosophy of Science” is misguided in regards to Nietzsche’s 
philosophy. Nietzsche never articulates a distinct “philosophy of science” – though we are 
free to attempt to glean a consistent set of views on science from the random comments in 
his published work and notebooks (as some naturalist readings do). I would argue that, if 
we can speak of such a philosophy, his most systematically articulated position on modern 
science can be found in GM III, and that the entire GM is his most detailed response to the 
scientific community. But here, too, we must keep in mind Nietzsche’s rhetorical strategies in 
the entire text and not just assume that Nietzsche works in the straightforward manner of a 
scientific naturalist. I would argue that science is just one important perspective – along with 
religion, philosophy and art (as it turns out, the four domains of GM III) – and that he sub-
sumes all four human endeavors into his project. By speaking about a distinct “philosophy 
of science,” however, we risk evaluating him from the basis of a scientific discourse toward 
which he remained an outsider. There are clear limits, then, as to what Nietzsche’s purported 
“naturalism” can tell us about his philosophy.

Keeping this in mind, let us look closer at some of the arguments in NWP. The pieces can 
be divided into German- and English-language contributions (the two scholarly languages 
of the papers), although not all authors belong to one of those two communities. There are 
noticeable distinctions between them. Non-Anglo-American scholars have voiced concern 
in recent years that an emphasis on “naturalism” has, in some ways, diminished research 
and has led to a breach within scholarship. English-language interpretations, overall, tend to 
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adopt a rigorous “analytic” approach and to align Nietzsche’s thought with issues pertinent 
to the analytic tradition. German contributors, generally speaking, adopt a holistic and con-
textual strategy, focusing on language matters and linguistic resonances within and between 
texts.1 The question of (scientific) truth is not of primary importance. I do not intend to take 
sides in this debate but my method will be to evaluate and perhaps critique individual per-
spectives. The range of contributions will demand, by necessity, a focus on a limited number 
of representative pieces.

In “Nietzsche’s Naturalism and the Falsification Thesis,” Matthew Meyer modifies 
Maudemarie Clark’s position in Nietzsche on Truth and Philosophy.2 Clark’s view, though 
“controversial” (Meyer), has become influential for the “naturalists,” because the latter have 
had to defend their position against the radical skepticism towards truth in the early On Truth 
and Lies in an ExtraMoral Sense (HL, 1873). (This text was one of the seminal influences on 
postmodernism.) Meyer sides with critics of Clark’s “developmental reading.” His solution to 
the seeming continuity of the falsification thesis in Nietzsche is to link his acceptance of that 
thesis with arguments in The Philosophy in the Tragic Age of the Greeks (1873), not with those 
in HL, as Clark does. If one does this, the framework Nietzsche constructs there can be recon-
ciled with a form of naturalism, for he “weaves into his treatment of pre-Platonic philosophy 
insights and experiments from modern science in order to show the continuity between the 
two” (NWP, 140). While Meyer has doubts “whether Nietzsche remains a committed natural-
ist throughout his post-Zarathustra writings” (NWP, 147), he sides with the naturalist reading, 
but from an alternative platform.

Rather than see him as forerunner of “analytic naturalism,” Marco Brusotti argues that 
Nietzsche integrated the natural and the human sciences (“Naturalismus? Perfektionismus? 
Nietzsche, die Genealogie und die Wissenschaften,” NWP, 100). He not only naturalized his-
torical and cultural studies but historicized the natural sciences (NWP, 120). The insights from 
the natural sciences in GM were integrated into a holistic project with the “therapeutic” aim 
of creating a more perfect human type. Against Brian Leiter, Brusotti argues that Nietzsche’s 
naturalism cannot be separated from his goal of value creation (NWP, 107). According to Bru-
sotti, Nietzsche is only a “naturalist” if one recognizes that values and value creation are part 
of his “research program”; this he sets out in GM, in particular in the endnote to GM I. But I 
have my doubts that Nietzsche intended the endnote seriously. In contrast to the highly spec-
ulative, impassioned, unscientific, anti-scientific rhetoric of GM I (and GM as a whole), the 
cool technocratic prose in the endnote appears out of place and can only be read as tongue-
in-cheek. (Van Tongeren points attention to this as well: “In the first essay it is unclear how 
the plea for scientific research in the endnote relates to what Nietzsche did himself in the text 
of that same name,” NWP, 85).

In “Nietzsche’s Anti-Scientistic Naturalism,” Richard Schacht takes issue with the nat-
uralist reading, particularly as developed by Brian Leiter3 (NWP, 165–66). Though Schacht 
concedes a form of naturalism to Nietzsche, he argues that Leiter’s understanding of it is 
too limiting. He believes that Nietzsche’s naturalism is sui generis – while informed by the 

1 “Several of the most influential approaches in philosophically-informed Nietzsche scholarship 
therefore no longer attempt to reject philology, but on the contrary try to integrate it in an extremely 
productive way” (Benne, Nietzsche und die Philologie, HNW 75). (All translations from the German 
scholarship are my own.)
2 Maudemarie Clark, Nietzsche on Truth and Philosophy, Cambridge 1990.
3 Brian Leiter, Nietzsche on Morality, London 2002.
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sciences, it takes into consideration human values and aims (or “sensibility,” as Schacht 
terms it) that one cannot separate from his brand of naturalism. Within the Anglo-Ameri-
can community, Schacht is one of a handful of scholars who feel that the attempt to align 
Nietzsche even with the methods of the natural sciences misses something essential about 
his philosophy. In fact, the question of how Nietzsche’s undisputed interest in values and 
value creation meshes with his highly (supposedly value-free) scientific project remains a 
disputed talking-point within naturalist ranks.

The German-language scholars Jakob Dellinger (“Im summa bereitet die Wissenschaft 
eine s o u v e r ä n e  U n w i s s e n h e i t  vor”) and Axel Pichler (“Unter der Optik des Künstlers? 
Bedeutung und Topos der Wissenschaft in Nietzsches radikalkritischer Denkbewegung der 
Orchestikologie”) resist efforts to reduce Nietzsche to the sciences. He may adopt scientific 
practices but they do not constitute the telos of his thinking. Dellinger points to a passage 
in the notebooks that refers to the “sovereign ignorance” [s o u v e r ä n e  U n w i s s e n h e i t ] 
(Nachlass 1886/87, 5[14], KSA 12.189), for which the natural sciences help prepare the way. 
Science is preparatory for a more critical form of knowledge where science itself is ques-
tioned and rendered paradoxical (NWP, 159). On Pichler’s view, paradoxes are not to be 
resolved but instead constitute the ground of Nietzsche’s thought. Though Pichler recognizes 
that some of Nietzsche’s insights align with science (NWP, 218  f.), his thinking on the whole 
transcends disciplines and suggests the possibility of a radical and universal critique (NWP, 
219). Dellinger and Pichler stay true to a spirit within Nietzsche that is inherently skeptical 
and critical of knowledge.

Lanier Anderson (“The Will to Power in Science and in Philosophy”) and John Richard-
son (“Nietzsche’s Psychology”) address persistent inconsistencies within naturalist readings. 
In the case of Anderson, how the will to power can represent a total scientific paradigm – 
indeed, one that can unify all sciences (NWP, 70–71) – while still allowing for empiricism 
and a decentered concept of truth. Nietzsche examines the inner workings of the will, i.  e., 
the instincts, from a scientific point of view, according to Anderson, but will to power taken 
as force between wills is less determinate. Thus a certain level of indeterminacy can coexist 
with “will to power” as the foundational principle behind Nietzsche’s philosophy. Anderson 
seems to reify “will to power” much in the manner of earlier metaphysical interpretations, 
not considering how the latter notion might actually reinforce a critique of knowledge and 
skepticism toward the possibility of truth. This same problem informs Richardson’s piece. 
Nietzsche, he argues, treated psychology as science  – indeed, as “queen of the sciences” 
(BGE 23) – with which he uncovers the drives and instincts that motivate us, even in our func-
tion as scientists. But an underlying instinct of affirmation prevents the will from sinking into 
a self-destructive nihilism once the psychologist bares terrible truths about our values (NWP, 
329). And yet, one can ask, on what scientific truth claims does Nietzsche base his psycho-
logical insights? Don’t they suggest opposite conclusions – namely, that our will to truth is 
based on a delusion, i.  e., that a coherent “self” exists that can establish ultimate truths? Of 
course, this paradigm refuses to push to the limits of Nietzsche’s radical probing, where the 
possibility of scientific truth itself is put into question.

Werner Stegmaier (“Wissenschaft als Vorurteil. Kontextuelle Interpretation des Aphoris-
mus Nr. 373 der Fröhlichen Wissenschaft”) and Paul van Tongeren (“Science and philosophy 
in Nietzsche’s Genealogy of Morality”) reflect the greater skepticism of European Nietzsche 
scholars towards the naturalist perspective. They address less his commitments to science 
than to his textual practices, which point in new directions for philosophy where the sciences 
are already left behind. For Stegmaier, the inner harmonics of the texts and the way in which 
meanings arise through textual orchestration reveal “truths” that only careful readings, not 
science, can expose. Van Tongeren examines Nietzsche’s commentary about GM in EH, where 
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he refers to the forward momentum (or “tempo feroce”) of every GM essay, after which “a new 
truth” becomes visible among thick clouds (EH, GM). Each essay begins with a “calculated” 
but misleading “scientific” opening, a strategy pointing to “another kind of science […] or 
at least a ‘new truth’ […] represented by some kind of ‘psychology’” (NWP, 74). Nietzsche’s 
practice of psychology does not arise from within science but hints at “new truths” beyond 
traditional science.

Two pieces that focus on specific questions within the sciences deserve mention. Marie 
Fleming (“Nietzsche on Science and Consciousness”) places Nietzsche’s understanding 
of consciousness in relation to the theories of Nietzsche’s contemporary Eduard von Hart-
mann. Though Nietzsche in the end diverged from von Hartmann, the latter propelled him to 
develop his own theory of consciousness, namely, as an expression of the “herd instinct” and 
under the pressure of the herd’s need to communicate (NWP, 340). Von Hartmann’s project 
was emancipatory in spirit (NWP, 339), while Nietzsche developed an antithetical reading, in 
which consciousness was a form of “sickness,” reflective of that which in man is “‘non-indi-
vidual’ and ‘average’ in ourselves, a ‘surface- and sign-world’ (GS 354).” Christoph Schuringa 
(“Nietzsche on history as science”) interprets GM as an alternative history that, contrary to 
the times, is neither idealist nor positivist in orientation. Schuringa challenges both those 
scholars who regard “genealogy” as a specific methodology and those who deny his geneal-
ogies are meant to be historical (NWP, 418). Though I am sympathetic to Schuringa’s conclu-
sions, and I agree with the importance of history for Nietzsche, I read GM foremost as critical 
project, not history – specifically, a “polemic” against an evolutionary reading of history – 
and its conclusions do not point to an alternative “history” but to a deconstruction of history 
traditionally understood and practiced.

Finally, Helmut Heit and Andrea Orsucci contextualize Nietzsche within the emerging 
scientific disciplines and the debates surrounding them. Heit (“‘Ein Problem mit Hörnern’ – 
Nietzsche als Wissenschaftsphilosoph”) argues that Nietzsche’s critical stance toward science 
developed early, and that in his later preface to the Birth of Tragedy Nietzsche saw prefigured 
in that text a critique of scientific culture based on his prescience in interpreting Socrates as 
a figure of cultural decline. Nietzsche claims to have been the first to have discovered the link 
(NWP, 10), and therefore the “problem of science,” though Heit contends that others (e.  g., 
Helmholtz, Du Bois-Reymond) were exploring the limits of knowledge, but from within the 
domain of the sciences. Nietzsche’s originality rests in the way he historically contextualized 
the sciences and could thereby offer an external critique to them. On Orsucci’s view, Nietzsche 
lived through a period of profound transition (Orsucci: “Die Hierarchie der Wissenschaften in 
einem Zeitalter des Übergangs”), in which the natural sciences challenged traditional disci-
plines and obscured distinctions and hierarchies between humanities and sciences. Unlike 
other scholars, Nietzsche did not consider this development a threat but rather incorporated 
promising insights from across the scientific spectrum. In that sense, Nietzsche can continue 
to serve as an inspirational model in our time of historical transition (NWP, 432).

These examples from NWP should reveal the spectrum of approaches. While naturalist 
readings tend to affirm that Nietzsche’s philosophy is consonant with the scientific spirit 
and method of his time, other readings, particularly German-language ones, view his phi-
losophy as independent from science and largely critical of it. Others believe that a critical 
historical contextualization, one that cross-references Nietzsche’s scientific allusions, can 
expose how his thinking engages with the major preoccupations of his time. Often the under-
lying assumption here too, though, is that many of Nietzsche’s ideas are grounded in the 
sciences. The second volume (HNW) shares that assumption. Yet this view is problematic, 
for if we assume scientific traces per se indicate proximity to – even approval of (!) – the 
stated positions, we cut short the all-important process of interpretation. We take for granted 
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that which first needs to be questioned: namely, whether Nietzsche’s incorporation of scien-
tific topoi stems from a similar motivation as that which inspires the source discipline, or, 
rather, whether there might be a critical subtext underlying the specific appropriation. The 
historical-contextual approach, in other words, can only show how Nietzsche’s thinking was 
embroiled in the questions, innovations and controversies of his time, little more. It reveals 
its limitations and flaws, perhaps even its bias, when it assumes an eclectic “borrowing” 
from the source materials implies sympathy for the discipline and its practitioners – or even 
for the sciences themselves!

Having said this, I wish to single out two pieces from the volume that deserve special 
mention. Christian Benne has studied the background to Nietzsche’s philological training 
and some of the conclusions appear in both NWP (“Good cop, bad cop: Von der Wissen-
schaft des Rhythmus zum Rhythmus der Wissenschaft”) and HNW (“Nietzsche und die Phi-
lologie”), written in collaboration with Carlotta Santini. The latter text’s wide-ranging thesis 
argues that Nietzsche’s grounding in the science of “good” reading – i.  e., in the methods 
of rigorous nineteenth-century German philology – accompanied him from the beginning to 
the end (HNW, 174). If anything was “science” in Nietzsche, it was this philology, for a disci-
plined, honest reading, an intellectual honesty (Redlichkeit), was the starting point for any 
analysis of the human record and the “text” of nature.4 Philology was also the starting point 
for recognizing the historical contingency of knowledge and understanding that nothing is 
but everything has become. By placing themselves outside historical time, scientists reveal 
their limitations. They do not understand how they are part of a historical process from 
which they feel immune. Benne proves the extent to which the discipline of critical philol-
ogy, which reached its high-water mark in mid-century Germany, impacted Nietzsche’s entire 
project, serving both as effective critical tool and as creative fodder for other philosophical 
speculations.

In a similar vein, Benedetta Zavatta (“Nietzsche and Linguistics”) shows how the emerg-
ing field of linguistics impacted Nietzsche’s innovative thinking on language and grammar. 
Zavatta gives a brief history of the discipline until Nietzsche. She focuses her attention on 
the little-known linguists Heymann Steinthal, Friedrich Max Müller, and Gustav Gerber, 
who shaped Nietzsche’s speculations on language and led him to expand his critique of 
knowledge based on his insights. Readers of GM will recognize its numerous linguistic ref-
erences, e.  g., the etymological analysis of “good” and “evil” in GM I, the linking of “debt/
guilt” (Schuld) to lender-debtor relations in GM II, or the famous analogy of the lightning 
flash in GM I 13. This shows that Nietzsche’s critique of language and knowledge in HL was 
not just limited to that text but grew in depth, scope, and level of sophistication over time. 
In no way did he renounce his positions in HL, nor distance himself from its conclusions. On 
the contrary, he found his position there to be original and it became a fertile seedbed for his 
later thought. It is therefore surprising that naturalist readings ignore this constituent of his 
thinking. While the oversight might be due to a language barrier – one would have be able to 
read Nietzsche in the original to understand these linguistic nuances – such an omission is 
inexcusable if one knows just how important the disciplines of philology and linguistics are 
for his philosophy.

4 “Textual criticism saw itself in proximity to the empirical sciences and remained distant from the-
ology and metaphysics. Philosophically it was close to skepticism: its dissecting, analytic side can in 
fact be seen as skepticism in practice. Intellectual ‘honesty’ [Redlichkeit] at all costs belonged to the 
core of its self-identity” (HNW, 178).
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Taking some of the insights from Benne/Santini and Zavatta as a productive starting 
point, I will examine more closely select passages from two late texts, GM and AC. These 
examples should clarify how naturalist readings, which in large part agree with the premise 
that Nietzsche in his later works, GM and AC, returns to a position consistent with and approv-
ing of the sciences,5 do not reflect awareness of those scientific disciplines and approaches, 
to which Nietzsche owed perhaps the most allegiance and from which he profited the most: 
philology and the related field of linguistics. (In Benne/Santini’s assessment, the scholarly 
focus on philological questions is one of the most productive avenues within Nietzsche schol-
arship today, HNW, 174). Nietzsche’s philological training in Bonn, under the supervision of 
the great philologist Ritschl and the Greek scholar Georg Curtius, helped him merge in exem-
plary fashion historical-comparative research, that is, more traditional philological practice, 
with a sophisticated knowledge of language more associated with the burgeoning field of 
linguistics.6 As practiced by Nietzsche and those scholars who trained him, philology was 
not just interested in examining the rhetorical features of ancient texts. In “Germany, philol-
ogy was understood in a wider sense as Alterthumswissenschaft, where language, religion, 
art, usages and customs played equally important roles” (Zavatta, HNW, 266). But much to 
the dismay of Ritschl and others in the academic profession of philology (e.  g., Wilamowitz), 
Nietzsche never regarded philology as an end itself; he “deplored the blindness of those who 
devoted themselves only to studying the particular without being able to include it in a wider 
vision” (HNW, 267). Two features distinguish Nietzsche’s philological practice: one was to 
offset the critical, skeptical impulse of classical philological with an aesthetic and creative 
sensibility; that creative impulse had originally inspired the birth of the discipline (Benne, 
HNW, 184). And the other was to bring philology into the modern age, to reform and mod-
ernize it, so that it wouldn’t languish on the vine of scholarship but would develop a new 
legitimacy: “Early on Nietzsche was aware of the crisis affecting his discipline. He believed 
that it could only be salvaged by linking it more closely to contemporary philosophy and 
aesthetics” (HNW, 190). But by the end of his years in Basel, after the controversy of BT had 
practically derailed his professional career, he recognized that “his critical renewal of philol-
ogy out of the spirit of philosophy had failed.” In later works, “he would attempt the reverse: 
to renew philosophy out of the critical potential of philology” (Benne, HNW, 192).

Let us now start by looking at just one specific example from the GM – the famous section 
GM II 12 – and see how it undercuts fundamental “naturalist” assumptions. Nietzsche again 
critiques the “genealogists of morals,” his shorthand for contemporary Darwin-inspired 
thinkers (GM, Preface 4), and ridicules their naïve arguments – in this case, that one can trace 
the evolutionary origins of “punishment” to a single primitive source, such as the need for 
revenge: “they seek out some ‘purpose’ in punishment, for example, revenge or deterrence, 
then guilelessly place this purpose at the beginning as causa fiendi [the cause of the origin] of 

5 This “development reading,” for example, is the crux of Clark’s argument in Nietzsche on Truth and 
Philosophy (Clark 103–4), and Brian Leiter supports her on it (Leiter 15–16). The latter must contend, 
of course, first and foremost with GM III, which unmasks science as the latest manifestation of the as-
cetic ideal (GM III 25–27). But at closer inspection, the entire GM targets the major scientific paradigm 
of the time – evolutionary Darwinism – and the scientific principles upon which much of our modern 
science is based (see Dirk Johnson, Nietzsche’s Anti-Darwinism, Cambridge 2010).
6 “The Bonn school of classical philology, in whose spirit Nietzsche was primarily trained, combined 
textual criticism and source research with the study of prosody, meter, epigram and literary history” 
(Benne/Santini, HNW, 176).
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punishment, and – have done” (GM II 12). He starts by unraveling their false supposition but 
the repercussions of his approach are more far-reaching. In summary, Nietzsche’s argument 
in GM II 12 cuts to the very core of natural causality. He states in GM II 12 that a “thing” has 
no prior history or purpose as such, but only a range of interpretations that have been pro-
jected onto it; this is what first gives it a provisional meaning or purpose. Wills take control 
of an object and impress meaning onto it. There can never be a fixed, eternal meaning, only 
a continuous forming and re-forming of the object based on a give-and-take between wills in 
an effort to impose interpretation. No intrinsic causality links the “thing” (in this particular 
case, “punishment”) to its alleged purpose.7

GM II 13 then goes on to show that “punishment” has no single purpose: “punish-
ment” – as a “certain strict sequence of procedures” – is “relatively enduring,” whereas “the 
meaning, the purpose, the expectation associated with the performance” is fluid. That is, 
the historical “thing,” (i.  e., the act, the “drama” of punishment) has had numerous specific 
and limited purposes, based on the circumstances and the needs of those carrying it out. To 
make the point, Nietzsche lists a variety of ways that punishment in history has been meted 
out, and for various ends. No single cause led the practice to emerge, and it continues to 
have numerous “purposes” affixed to it. The cause-and-effect mode of argument that “gene-
alogists” favor to explicate such phenomena is, therefore, fundamentally flawed; in fact, it 
is erroneous. They take any act, thing, or historical “fact,” and think that they can locate 
a simple causal explanation for its existence (in this regard, see also GM I 1). As Zavatta 
claims, “science seems to Nietzsche no less mythological than the fables of the ancients, 
as the concepts it uses, like ‘atom’, ‘force’ and ‘causality’, are just as arbitrary as those of 
‘freedom’, ‘soul’ or ‘God’ (GM II 13, KSA 5, p. 280)” (HNW, 275). Nietzsche suggests that one 
should instead examine the interpretations of a fact, or action, to reveal what it says about 
the wills espousing it – as he does in GM in relation to the genealogists.

This example becomes even more interesting when one looks back at an earlier section, 
GM II 4, where Nietzsche indicates that the practice of punishment didn’t arise out of a sense 
of justice. The person slighted or offended by a perpetrator would contain his anger and not 
lash out against the perpetrator, rather would seek equivalence in the form of punishment. 
However, this form of equivalence was still a reflection of active, spontaneous will. What 
Nietzsche shows throughout the remainder of GM II is the way that “other” wills  – those 
enslaved by active, strong wills – couldn’t release anger spontaneously in “good conscience,” 
but developed elaborate punishment techniques that would allow them to partake in the 
masters’ right to punish (GM II 5). For such types, a “victim” first needed to be stigmatized or 
blamed for its behavior; only then could the weak will feel “good” about releasing its form of 
(reactive) energy. Whereas strong will needs no explanation for spontaneity and action and 
demands immediate satisfaction, the weak must first find a reason to project their will. Even 
if there is no intrinsic “cause” for the action, they must locate one, because they cannot iden-
tify with active, spontaneous, overpowering force; they must first seek something behind an 
action – namely, an alleged will that had the “freedom” to act otherwise. This permits them, 
in turn, to “punish” that (“bad”) will in “good conscience.”

7 This is suggestive of Nietzsche’s earlier position in HL, where he had argued that “the names we 
give things actually describe only the way in which we relate to them. Privileging only one of an ob-
ject’s characteristics and ignoring all the others, man succeeds in constructing concepts that certainly 
facilitate the organization of experience and simplify its communication, but on the other hand also 
enormously reduce their complexity” (Zavatta, HNW, 279).
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Let us now connect the above with Nietzsche’s famous explication of natural phenom-
ena in GM I 13, specifically his analogy of the lightning flash. In this section he associates the 
strong type with the phenomenon of the lightning flash. He discredits those who claim that 
the strong will has the “freedom” to discharge strength. Instead, Nietzsche says, a strong will 
is a force of nature that doesn’t have such “free will”; it spontaneously discharges its intrinsic 
strength. It is at one with its active energy; it is that energy, just like the lightning is the action 
itself, not the separate “cause” of the flash. Yet, “the popular mind” projects into an action 
a substratum, a motive force, which isn’t there; it must find a “subject” that causes or stands 
behind the action: a so-called “doer behind the deed.” This awareness is reflected in the very 
language and grammar we use, which ensnares us in a false conception of causal regular-
ity, “without noticing that the regularity we find in nature is what we ourselves have pro-
jected into it” (Zavatta. HNW, 270). However, not only is this causality not intrinsic to nature; 
we have been programmed through the snares of language to locate a “subject” behind the 
“thing” (i.  e., a causality): “it is the predicative relation ‘subject-verb-object’, that leads us to 
imagine a causal agent behind every phenomenon, thus giving rise to a world of metaphys-
ical substances that are known to us only through their ‘effects’” (Zavatta, HNW, 270). The 
latter explanation parallels Nietzsche’s discussion on interpretation (GM II 12). Language is 
not a definite construct that gets passed down but rather words are forever being projected 
onto events and acts, and there will always be a clash of words and meanings, i.  e., interpre-
tations, that seek to master events and actions by impressing “meaning” onto them.8 The 
natural acts, however, have no intrinsic or hidden meanings or fundamentals as such.

Let us now turn to AC. With this work, too, naturalist readings emphasize that Nietzsche 
praises science and rejects earlier skepticism toward the sciences, as most boldly expressed 
in HL. There seems to be outward credibility to this position, since Nietzsche consistently 
pits science against religion (Christianity) and argues that the priests are the sworn enemies 
of science (AC 49). But, again, by emphasizing Nietzsche’s philological training, we can see 
how AC is “scientific” and how the “science” he practices and endorses in this text challenges 
our faith in the sciences.9 The AC is, superficially, a screed against Christianity and Chris-
tians; Nietzsche leaves little doubt about this, subtitling it “A Curse on Christianity.” But if we 
examine the arguments and above all the methodology underlying those arguments, we rec-
ognize it has further-reaching repercussions. For AC is not merely written against Christian 
religion per se; it spells out a specific method (a term Nietzsche uses throughout) – that is, a 
reading and interpreting of the text of nature – which contradicts the assumptions of modern 
scientific practice. The type of critical reading Nietzsche practices in this text is the apoth-
eosis of all the formidable skills he had developed in his attempt to fashion a new brand of 
philosophy out of the critical apparatus of philology.

These are some of the major conclusions we can extrapolate from Nietzsche’s method 
of reading. First of all, AC reveals a respect for texts and the historical/natural record; it sug-

8 “The most famous and controversial definition of interpretation can be found in Genealogy of Mo
rality. To the nature of interpretation belongs ‘forcing, adjusting, abbreviating, omitting, padding, in-
venting, falsifying’ (GM III, 24, KSA 5, S. 400).” These are not arbitrarily chosen terms but are German 
translations of scientific termini from the field of philology which refer to the corruption of source 
texts (lacunae, luxaturae, omissiones, etc.) (Benne/Santini, HNW, 194).
9 For a more in-depth analysis of the references to science in AC, see Dirk Johnson, Modern vs. An-
cient Science: Discussing Maudemarie Clark’s Nietzsche on Truth and Philosophy, in: Nietzsche-Stu-
dien 42 (2013), pp. 243–55.
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gests a close reading can give us valuable information – even if that information might be dif-
ferent than what we initially assumed or might come to us in terribly distorted form (AC 29). 
The first premise guiding his reading is that texts are never divinely inspired or “objective” 
but are written with an agenda – often unknown or hidden to the writers themselves. Fur-
thermore, no single interpretation is inherent to the texts; the interpretation proposed by the 
texts is of peripheral importance. Of primary importance is what the “human-all-too-human” 
agents reveal in the process of writing. Finally, we as readers must believe in the credibility 
of the authors; we must have “faith” in them. For Nietzsche, the more that the author, warts 
and all, admits to being the author, the more credible he or she becomes. The author vouches 
for the text. Thus, when we say that Nietzsche is being uncharitable and unfair to the “first 
Christians,” in this case, that might be legitimate, in the sense that Nietzsche reveals his pre-
judices; the title and subtitle of the work say it all. But will the writers of the Bible hold scru-
tiny once their unquestioned legitimacy is gone, once we accept that “God” (“God is dead”) 
no longer stands behind their words (“that the small-minded and the half-mad can think 
well of themselves, that the laws of nature are constantly broken for their sake” [AC 43])? In 
fact, shouldn’t “God” as inspiration behind the text make us suspicious in the first place (see 
Nietzsche’s ironic reading of the book of Genesis in AC 48, in which the priestly mindset is 
grounded into the “holy” text)?

What Nietzsche lays out in relation to the AC – specifically against the gospels and their 
authors – can be extrapolated to his position on all “texts.” His rejection of meta-narratives 
and ultimate interpretations derived from a rigorous philological training that led him to 
treat texts as symbols and signposts of the individuals composing them. A careful reading 
of the documentation reveals the type of will behind it. The more the subjective nature of 
the will emerges, the more the author identifies with the written text. In contrast, the more 
that he or she hides behind “objectivity” and interpretation, behind the “thing-in-itself” (see 
Nietzsche’s treatment of the “hidden theologian” Kant in AC 11 and 17), the less binding the 
work becomes for us. In fact, the claim to objectivity and absolute truth – be it to “God” or 
science – should invalidate the text for the reader; it should automatically render it suspect. 
If, on the other hand, a true personality, no matter how flawed and imperfect, stands behind 
the text, it will command our attention. (This explains why Nietzsche admires Schopenhau-
er’s “courageous” position toward the “ascetic ideal,” as opposed to Wagner’s, even if he 
ultimately rejects it: “What does it mean when a genuine philosopher pays homage to the 
ascetic ideal, a genuinely independent spirit like Schopenhauer, a man and knight of a steely 
eye who had the courage to be himself, who knew how to stand alone without first waiting 
for heralds and signs from above” [GM III 5]?)

For that reason Nietzsche at the opening of the GM points attention to the genealogists 
and their motivations: they were more interesting than their ideas (GM I 1). His philological 
training led him to a mistrust of any documentation that claimed objectivity as such, thereby 
diverting attention away from the hidden motives behind the views. Philology, or the science 
of good reading, was more than just method; it reflected a profound skepticism towards any 
and all texts (“great spirits are skeptics. Zarathustra is a skeptic” [AC 54]), particularly ones 
claiming legitimacy or ultimate validity in the “beyond” and beyond the “all-too-human.”10 

10 It is important to note that Nietzsche’s philological methodology and objectives in relation to the 
gospels go far beyond the critical textual exegesis revolutionized in Germany. Though religious schol-
ars and historians had certainly begun to examine the Bible and apostles as non-divinely inspired, 
they treated the texts as source material for the historical origins of Christianity, and they wished to 
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Instead, the texts revealed the level of culture, refinement, and intellectual integrity that the 
author (or the period) reflected and practiced towards the self and surrounding world. In that 
sense, Petronius, “immortally healthy, immortally cheerful and well-constituted,” was more 
trustworthy than the apostle Paul (AC 46). Careful philological training reaffirms the follow-
ing anti-scientific postulate: that there are no ultimate truths, only interpretations; the “only 
statement of any value” in the Bible – Pilate’s comment: “What is truth” (AC 46)! It is for that 
reason that Nietzsche places the most spiritual types – the “few,” the ones who set values 
and “find their happiness where other people would find their downfall: in labyrinths, in 
harshness towards themselves and others, in trials” – in the uppermost rank. The others, 
“the mediocre” – those who practice “crafts, trade, farming, science, most of art” (emphasis 
is Nietzsche’s) (AC 57) – occupied the second tier of the hierarchy. But a man of the highest 
order would never devalue those in the second rank: “It would be completely unworthy of a 
more profound spirit to have any objection to mediocrity as such” (AC 57). The only “science,” 
then, that the AC validates, unconditionally, is careful, honest reading (AC 59). Philology (the 
“great incomparable art of reading well”) was the “presupposition for a scholarly culture,” 
“for the tradition of culture” and “the unity of science” (AC 59).

Thus, the type of “naturalism” that Nietzsche espouses, the notion of “translating man 
back into nature,” does not align his philosophy with the methods and aims of the sciences, 
as naturalist readings contend; it does not lead him to seek causal explanations for natural 
phenomena. On the contrary. One should expose attempts to embed causal explanations 
or logic into the grounding of nature as human-all-human efforts to take control of the 
natural world through the force of interpretation. What interested Nietzsche was the type of 
will exposed through interpretation. On the other hand, his root skepticism toward modern 
science did not lead him to embrace paradox per se or to refuse to take strong antagonistic 
positions. Just because Nietzsche challenges modern science doesn’t mean that there weren’t 
truths that allowed him to do so, and what is more, truths that he believed strongly in. One of 
those truths is that the contemporary scientific establishment, the explicit target of the finale 
of GM III and GM as a whole, stood in the way of a truly affirmative culture; that it reflected 
nihilist values: “[h]ere is snow; here life has grown silent; the last crows whose cries are 
audible here are called ‘wherefore?,’ ‘in vain,’ ‘nada!’” (GM III 26). GM wasn’t written in the 
spirit of naturalism or as alternative to it, but in antagonistic challenge to naturalist assump-
tions within the discursive parameters of naturalism. The challenge wasn’t to any one posi-
tion or principle within “science” but to the very foundation upon which our contemporary 
culture of (nihilist) interpretation had constructed its scientific edifice. The pervasive strat-
egy throughout GM was to tear away the veil of scientific objectivity, to expose “objectivity” 
itself as interpretation and to effect a radical transformation away from it. Science, too, was 

eliminate the metaphysical accretions from the text in the belief that the pure moral message would 
remain intact. In AC Nietzsche challenged both perspectives. For one, he argued that the gospels 
could impossibly serve as serious historical documentation, because they were both fundamentally 
corrupt (AC 28) and offered an extreme falsification of reality (an “entirely fictitious world”), based on 
a will to distortion (AC 15). But he also argued that the gospels did not offer a moral message but were 
in fact deeply immoral, animated by ressentiment and a visceral hatred of all natural sensuality (AC 
21, 45). The AC exposes the ascetic animus of textual critics, which they shared with the contemporary 
scholarly community as a whole: their drive to purge the historical record from superstition and di-
vine origins but not to question the underlying “moral” code itself. The latter ought to not be salvaged 
but ruthlessly exposed.
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in his crosshairs, which he made clear with the polemics of GM. As Nietzsche declared about 
all post-Z works, starting with BGE: “after the yea-saying part of my task has been solved [pre-
BGE] it was time for the no-saying, nodoing half: the revaluation of values so far, the great 
war, – summoning a day of decision” (EH, BGE 1).

But the spectrum of choices shouldn’t be between “Nietzsche the naturalist” and 
“Nietzsche the (postmodern) radical fictionist.” This is a false dichotomy. The fact that 
Nietzsche exposes many of our truths as fictions doesn’t mean that he has to believe that 
there are no natural facts, or that he doesn’t accept certain hard truths. One such hard truth 
is that ascetic wills had taken control of the historical record and had foisted their inter-
pretation onto the natural record, convincing us of its impeachability. Although we have 
become justifiably skeptical of the Christian efforts on that score (modern atheists would 
hardly object to the anti-Christian stance of AC), we have not yet adopted the type of skepti-
cism – the “unconditional honest atheism” (GM III 27) – to question the dominant scientific 
worldview for the same reason. GM III concludes with the premise that the scientific world-
view is the last necessary vestige of two-thousand-years of Christian moral skepticism. It is 
the necessary last step after the Christian tradition has led us to misrepresent the natural 
world and to doubt the testimony of our senses. But this worldview too remains beholden to 
a position that a “true world” exists beyond these senses – a world of “scientific truth.” GM 
is Nietzsche’s assault on the last obstacle toward a final position that would be situated com-
pletely beyond scientific truth. This position would correspond to stage 6 of “How the ‘True 
World’ Finally Became a Fable” in TI. But are we ready yet for a truly radical questioning of 
the scientific worldview?
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